Obesity has become a public health problem, especially in children, and has been increasing over the years. In the last 20 years, the prevalence in the United States has increased by almost 300% among children, and one quarter of children under age five are either overweight or obese.
1 Obesity in children has become an epidemic that is related to various others diseases, leading to a research shift focusing towards understanding the mechanisms and factors related to this disorder. Thus, we would like to praise Sacco et al. 2 for their study addressing the relationship between birth weight, rapid weight gain during childhood and additional markers of overweight and obesity. We would like to highlight the efforts of these authors on their accomplishment of this research and suggest additional considerations for future investigations.
Sleep is important for overall health, particularly during childhood, as 5-year-old children spend 45% of the day asleep; 3 sleep is related to the development of cognition and behaviour. 4 However, due to the current modern lifestyle, children are being affected by sleep deprivation. For instance, a recent study showed an association between reduced sleep duration during childhood and increased body mass index (BMI) at adulthood. 5 Another study showed that an increase in sleep duration can reduce BMI in children. 6 Moreover, sleep deprivation induces metabolic and endocrine disorders, leading to increased levels of ghrelin, decreased leptin and, consequently, increased appetite, food intake and subsequent weight gain. 7, 8 Therefore, we suggest the evaluation of sleep in future studies, for example, through a method as simple as a sleep diary. Our suggestion could exclude this potential confounding factor for weight gain and improve data analyses.
Furthermore, we would like to reinforce other potential confounding factors of the study, namely family habits, prenatal medical monitoring and mother's marital status. In this regard, studies have shown that single mothers and those who did not attend prenatal appointments had a higher odds ratio for their children to develop childhood obesity. 9 Moreover, the monitoring of maternal feeding practices of children has a fundamental role in the reduction of eating behaviours. 10 Although many studies have focused on the mechanisms and factors related to childhood obesity, there is a lack of studies concerning the effects of sleep, birth weight and characteristics of the family and mother. We emphasise the importance of the study by Sacco et al., 2 which showed relationships among birth weight, rapid weight gain during childhood and additional markers of overweight and obesity. We would like to invite the authors and extend this invitation to other research groups of various expertise to include the evaluation of sleep and family characteristics in their next protocol design to identify confounding factors of childhood obesity.
